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 ‘I want to be able to understand 
each and every person that I come 
into contact with’ 
 Critical interculturality training, student  
mobility, and perceptions of the ‘intercultural’ 
 Fred  Dervin and  Anu  H ä rk ö nen 
 Introduction 
 A comprehensive education is a well- stocked pharmacy:  but we have no 
assurance that potassium cyanide will not be administered for a head cold. 
 Kraus ( 1990 : 75) 
 Many scholars from around the globe have been critical of the somewhat naïve 
idea that study abroad is inherently supportive of intercultural learning. As 
Roberts ( 2002 : 114) puts it: ‘(it) is not an automatic outcome of this experi-
ence’. Surely it can contribute to the intercultural but as Kraus explains in the 
opening quote, we can never be sure if the contribution of study abroad will 
lead to ‘mis- diagnosis’ and ‘mis- medication’. As such the very word ‘inter-
cultural’ is so polysemic that it can lead to people setting various and often 
antagonistic and contradictory objectives and expected learning outcomes 
(Dervin  2016 ). 
 This chapter is a direct reaction to a comment which we have come across 
again and again in the motivation letters that students have written to us to 
explain their interest in joining a course on intercultural preparation for study 
abroad:  ‘I want to be able to understand each and every person that I  come 
into contact with.’ The chapter relates to our previous research on imaginaries 
in the study abroad experience as a way of boosting students’ sense of critical 
interculturality (Dervin  2008 ,  2012 ; H ä rk ö nen and Dervin 2015,  2016 ). We 
have helped exchange students in Finland to reﬂ ect and act upon the imagineer-
ing (a portmanteau word which denotes the  engineering of imaginaries ) of study 
abroad, especially in terms of set objectives and learning outcomes, by shifting 
the focus away from a ‘pure’ cultural and intercultural preparation. Our research 
shows that students can learn to critically deconstruct their own as well as oth-
ers’ common sense discourses on the characteristics of study abroad. Yet at the 
same time, as one should expect, the students develop new imaginaries on the 
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experiences and beneﬁ ts of mobility. Through our work, we have argued that by 
allowing them to develop more counter- narratives about study abroad – and thus 
multiplying imaginaries – the students can feel more apt to face the complexi-
ties and contradictions of the study abroad experience, especially in relation to 
interculturality. 
 Aims of the intervention 
 Our chapter presents, problematises, and discusses the characteristics and 
inﬂ uences of a two- week summer course entitled  Introducing and Exploring 
Intercultural Relations in Everyday Life (ﬁ ve ECTS, 35 contact hours), which we 
organised in Finland. The students came from Canada, Finland, Germany, Japan, 
Russia, and Vietnam. The course introduced and explored intercultural relations 
in daily life and proposed to change the way their architectonics is often dealt 
with, by moving beyond certain ‘faulty’ and problematic assumptions towards 
a richer and what we consider to be a more realistic understanding of the word 
‘intercultural’. These are the outcomes we set for the course. The students will 
be able to: 
•  reassess and discuss the deﬁ nition and importance of intercultural 
relations today; 
•  develop a useful framework to address conceptual and methodological issues 
in relation to intercultural relations; 
•  analyse, explain, and approach intercultural relations from a critical and 
reﬂ exive perspective; 
•  criticise simplistic ideas about intercultural relations and the beneﬁ ts of study 
abroad. 
 As all the students – with the exception of one – were themselves experiencing 
either short- term or long- term study abroad, the macro objective of the interven-
tion was to help them to reﬂ ect on their stay in Finland and on future experiences 
abroad. 
 The theoretical approach underpinning the intervention 
 The starting point of our intervention is that there is no miraculous recipe for 
intercultural learning, i.e., we can never be sure that students will be transformed 
by what and how we teach critical orientations towards intercultural encounters. 
We explain this reluctance to present our work as successful by the often contra-
dictory mismatch between discourses and actions but also by the symbolic power 
relations between the  one who knows (the trainer) and  the novice (the student) in 
relation to interculturality (Angermuller  2014 ; Dervin  2016 ). 
 The intervention is based on a critical and reﬂ exive interdisciplinary approach 
to the intercultural (Holliday  2010 ; Dervin  2016 ) and considers the way many 
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concepts such as culture, identity, intercultural competence, and intercultural 
communication are currently discussed and revised in the ﬁ eld. 
 The ﬁ rst step in our teaching was thus to problematise the intercultural in rela-
tion to study abroad by ‘draining (of) the marsh of empty phrase- making’ (Kraus 
 1990 : 15). The proposed approach is very critical of the concept of culture (a 
central component of the intercultural) and helps students to examine and reﬂ ect 
on ‘how culture and prejudice operate in everyday life’ (Holliday  2010 : ix). The 
idea of culture is neither neutral nor a- ideological (Holliday  2010 : 8), regard-
less of who utters discourses on culture, for whom, and where. Breidenbach and 
Ny í ri ( 2009 : 322) even go as far as claiming that culture is also often used as a 
way of ‘pathologising’ some people and creating a power imbalance between 
those who are considered ‘rational’ enough to behave in certain ways without 
a culture guiding them and those who are entirely determined by their culture, 
who lose their agency to the concept. This imbalance often symbolises a fanta-
sised divide between the ‘West’ and the ‘East’ and/ or the ‘centre’ and the ‘per-
iphery’ (Dabashi  2015 ). 
 The second step, following Holliday ( 2010 ), was to interrogate the ideolo-
gies found behind statements about the intercultural. For Althusser ( 1971 : 162), 
ideology is ‘a representation of the imaginary relationship of individuals to their 
real conditions of existence’. In other words, ideology corresponds to the rep-
resentation of how people use their own imaginations. Ideology is thus a ﬁ cti-
tious and somewhat deceptive representation of people’s false representation. For 
instance, according to Pingeot ( 2016 : 3), the statement that ‘it is normal/ natu-
ral’ (a comment often heard in intercultural contexts) represents a treacherous 
and dangerous utterance, whose ‘ideology is not conscious of itself ’. Holliday 
( 2010 :  1)  shares a similar view when he argues that ‘ideological imaginations 
of culture very often lead to the demonization of a particular foreign Other’. 
Statements such as ‘in my culture we…’, ‘Cameroonian culture is…’, ‘people 
from this culture think…’ are highly ideological. They tell us more about the 
utterer’s imaginations than about the ‘other’. 
 The next step is derived from Arendt’s argument ( 1962 : 308) that ‘no mat-
ter how abstract our theories may sound or how consistent our arguments may 
appear, there are incidents and stories behind them which, at least for ourselves, 
contain in a nutshell the full meaning of whatever we have to say’. Behind the 
research terms (‘research- talk’) that students are often ‘fed with’, there are the 
feelings, emotions, (inter)subjectivities, and experiences that need to be decon-
structed and reconstructed. As Pingeot suggests ( 2016 :  3), it is important to 
get to know the world (not know ‘of’ the world) but one should not confuse 
the image(s) of this world with its realities. A  theory, a concept, a notion are 
images of the world, not realities. This argument is central to our approach to the 
intercultural as we believe that when students become aware of this issue, they 
are able to realise that examining intercultural encounters requires moving away 
from a theoretical and conceptual approach that ‘treat(s) others as you treat an 
object, a corpse – to behave with them like an undertaker’ (Cioran  2013 : 38). 
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Our approach thus urges students to reconsider living under the tutelage of ‘each 
other’s ﬁ gment of the imagination’ (Dabashi  2015 : 30) as is proposed by some 
‘research- talk’. 
 This is why, in the last step, which is meant to help students develop theo-
retical and methodological strategies to ponder the intercultural ‘otherwise’, the 
concepts of identity and intersubjectivity were problematised. For the students it 
is important to realise that self exists, evolves, changes, adapts in the continuum 
 other– self , and that the very presence of these two entities leads to instability, 
co- creation, and power relations. Following Laing ( 1961 : 81– 2) we argue that 
‘all identities require an “other”: some other in and through a relationship with 
whom self- identity is actualized. The other by his or her actions may impose 
on self an unwanted identity’. Identities- for- (and with)- others are thus what the 
‘intercultural’ is about. Laing ( 1961 : 86) continues:
 A person’s own ‘identity’ cannot be completely abstracted from his identity- 
for- others. His identity- for- himself; the identity others ascribe to him; the 
identities he ascribes to them; the identity or identities he thinks they attrib-
ute to him; what he thinks they think he thinks they think. 
 In  Radical Alterity , Baudrillard and Guillaume ( 2008 : 37) claim that any given 
individual is ‘a kind of being who has protuberances [parts that stick out from 
the surface] going in all directions’. The metaphor of the protuberances is, we 
think, much more valuable than that of the jigsaw puzzle, which is often used to 
describe identity. ‘A defective jigsaw puzzle’ which one can never fully assemble 
would probably work better (see Bauman  2004 : 48). Going back to the begin-
ning of this section, this approach conﬁ rms the idea that there is no miraculous 
recipe for reﬂ ecting on and acting upon the ‘intercultural’. One must be atten-
tive of power relations, the co- construction of identity and intercultural to the 
beneﬁ t and detriment of self and others, the words that one uses, and the inter-
cultural objectives that one sets. One must also question the somewhat imagi-
nary divide between what is constructed as intercultural and as ‘something else’ 
(intracultural?). For Abdallah- Pretceille ( 1984 ), the idea of the intercultural is 
a viewpoint, a perspective that one constructs to determine and oppose certain 
types of interactions and relations.  Figure 4.1 summarises the different steps in 
a circular manner showing that it is a never- ending process that one must work 
on over and over. 
 Context and description of intercultural intervention 
 The course was offered to an interdisciplinary group of international undergradu-
ate and graduate students in Finland in summer 2016. It consisted of lectures 
given by the authors, workshops, and ﬁ eldwork on campus and in the city where 
the course took place, through which the students interrogated the apparent 
‘monoculturalism’ of the place to see it from a more diverse perspective. In 
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addition, selected course literature and short written assignments given before 
the beginning of the course supported student learning. 
 The students were evaluated by means of an essay submitted at the end of the 
course. The essays were also meant to reﬂ ect the use of theoretical and methodo-
logical tools provided to them during the course. The essay title, of a provocative 
tone,  Are there differences between intercultural encounters and other encounters? , 
was meant to help the students to reﬂ ect on the lectures, set readings, their expe-
riences during their stay in Finland, and the ﬁ eldwork. 
 Description of participants and data- collection methods 
 Ten participants from six different countries (Canada, Finland, Germany, Japan, 
Russia, and Vietnam) took place in the intervention. They were between 19 and 
32 years old; six of them were female and four male. The participants’ ﬁ eld of 
study varied from health care and medicine to business and administration, edu-
cation, and computer science. Seven of the participants were bachelor- level and 
two master’s- level students. One participant holding a master’s degree was regis-
tered as a supplementary student at her home university. 
 All the participants – with the exception of one local student – were in Finland 


















 Figure 4.1  A critical and refl exive interdisciplinary approach to the intercultural 
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came to Finland to attend the two- week international summer school course, 
a micro study abroad programme. A few of these students travelled in Finland 
either before or after the course for less than one month. Two participants were 
international degree students who had already lived for at least one year in 
Finland before the beginning of the intervention. Most participants considered 
themselves seasoned travellers, but none of those who arrived for a short- term 
study abroad experience had visited Finland before. 
 According to the application letters, the main reason why participants wanted 
to join the course was that they wanted to learn more about the ‘intercultural’ in 
order to be successful in their future careers. Participants’ previous studies and 
perceptions about interculturality varied, as some of them had attended courses 
on intercultural communication at their home university; for others, the topic of 
the course was totally new. There were also two participants who had a diverse 
ethnic family background, which naturally gave them a different perspective to 
interculturality as such. 
 The data used in the chapter comprise the ﬁ nal essays and mind maps on 
intercultural competence completed at the end of the course and the research-
ers’ diaries written during the course. The data are analysed by means of dis-
cursive pragmatics (Dervin  2016 ), a form of linguistic discourse analysis that 
allows us to dig into the depth of what people say and to move away from the 
surface of their discourse. As evaluating the inﬂ uence of the intervention is 
problematic (see the problem of relating and matching discourses and actions), 
we believe that we can identify ‘traces’ of counter- discourses often mixed with 
doxic discourses (from the word  doxa , meaning common sense), that can indi-
cate the potential complexiﬁ cation of imaginaries about interculturality and 
study abroad. 
 Analysis of data 
 Agreeing on basic assumptions 
 A ﬁ rst way of checking the students’ understanding and negotiation of the 
meanings of the idea of interculturality was to ask the students to co- write 
mind maps deﬁ ning the concept of intercultural competence, based on what 
they had learned and read. This took place during the last session. Five large 
pieces of paper were put on the tables. The students had to move from one 
piece of paper to the other adding comments, characteristics, and any idea they 
found relevant to deﬁ ning the complex concept of intercultural competence. 
 Figure 4.2 summarises the words used most frequently by the students. The 
ﬁ gure gives a good idea of the words that are used to deﬁ ne the intercultural 
competence. One can see that these words relate to the arguments made in 
the theoretical framework above: differences- similarities, culture, stereotypes, 
and awareness. 
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 Amongst the statements collected on the sheets, the following were the most 
frequently found: 
•  recognise similarities and differences (11 times) 
•  remove our prejudices/ stereotypes (nine times) 
•  awareness of ourselves and others (ﬁ ve times) 
•  critical ability (ﬁ ve times). 
 The ﬁ rst three items summarise well the main messages of the course, except 
perhaps the second one which had been highly discussed for its unrealistic per-
spective (can one ‘remove’ stereotypes?). In a comment to the item, however, 
one student wrote: ‘agreed, it’s human nature to think in stereotypes, however, 
we should not let it cloud our judgment’. Another explained: ‘we cannot avoid 
stereotypes because we are humans but can decrease it somehow by carefully 
thinking about people before judging them by stereotypes’. Both demonstrate 
critical awareness of this component of intercultural competence. 
 On the sheet, one of the students explained what she meant by the last item 
on criticality: ‘by critical, I mean awareness, ability to question oneself and ability 
laugh at yourself ’. The reference to criticality being not taking oneself too seri-
ously is noteworthy, because during the course we emphasised the importance 
of humour and being merciful towards oneself and others. Despite the some-
times unpleasant examples of intercultural encounters that one can experience, 
we wanted the students to develop some understanding of the fact that  all people 
make mistakes and – hopefully – learn from them. 
 Figure 4.2  Words most frequently used to defi ne intercultural competence 
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 Marginally some items, typically found in deﬁ nitions of intercultural compe-
tence, appeared: 
•  respect and appreciate others/ other cultures (two times) 
•  openness (three times). 
 These had been discussed with the students critically (how does one deﬁ ne ‘open-
ness’? Is respect enough?). Is it a sign that some students disagreed with these 
discussions or that these are so engrained in our understanding of intercultural 
competence that they have been used automatically? 
 In addition, there was also a strong emphasis on the need for an ongoing effort 
in developing intercultural competence: students use such verbs as  to try ,  to change , 
and  to understand . Compared to their rather ambitious goals described in the appli-
cation letters to the course (e.g. ‘I will learn the meaning of being intercultural’), 
the students seem to have become much more realistic about both their own and 
other people’s possibilities to become ‘interculturally competent for good’. 
 Finally, the exercise shows that by the end of the course the students seem 
comfortable in expressing their own opinions related to intercultural encounters 
and that they are also conﬁ dent enough to disagree with and sometimes even 
challenge each other’s views. We see this as an important outcome, as open dis-
cussion – preferably together with some sense of humour – is a good starting 
point for upcoming intercultural encounters in their future careers. 
 The intercultural is polysemic and ideological 
 While reading the essays submitted by the students, one notes that the majority 
of them argue that the dichotomy of inter vs. intracultural encounters is ques-
tionable. As we shall see below only one student, Ella, disagreed with her peers 
and the lecturers, and she contradicted herself at times. 
 Kelly (all names are pseudonyms) summarises well what most students strug-
gled with when writing the essays: ‘At ﬁ rst, this [essay] question was tricky and 
ambiguous to me because I  don’t know exactly what “other encounters” are 
included here.’ Another student, Adah, claims that most people don’t even real-
ise that they are experiencing intercultural encounters in ‘intraculturality’ because 
‘they do not dig deep into their interactions’. She gives the example of television 
which immerses people into interculturality all the time. Adah also seems to be 
fully aware of her privilege as a white person living in North America, who does 
not need to think about her own ‘interculturality’:
 ‘Where are you from? Where are you really from? You sound foreign, what 
are your origins?’ (Dervin  2016 : 15). 
 These questions happen all the time due to the diversity of [name of city], 
and I guess due to my Caucasian looks I do not have to explain myself to 
others. 
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 Zoe provides us with three examples of how the intercultural is much more 
widespread than one could ever imagine. The ﬁ rst example relates to her 
experience as a waitress. She discusses how she paid as much attention to 
offering halal food to Muslims while arguing that ‘the same background 
knowledge is necessary for vegetarian, vegan, or gluten free customers’ – the 
latter representing another instance of interculturality. The second example 
she gives relates to how she witnessed a discussion between two people from 
Japan who were disagreeing on the alcohol intake of their fellow country 
people:
 For instance, one claims that drinking a lot of alcohol is ordinary and that 
sometimes individuals are too drunk to make it home. Instead they will 
sleep on the street then wake up and return to school or work the next day. 
However the other Japanese individual says that they have never seen or 
experienced this phenomenon. 
 Zoe then claims that ‘experiences have quite a large role in shaping an indi-
vidual’s understanding of a culture, even one that is their own’ and that culture 
is much more diverse than one might think. Her ﬁ nal example is about an immi-
grant family in North America and the generation gap between migrant parents 
and their children in terms of ‘culture’.
 Their children also identify more with Canadian culture, and common cul-
tural experiences such as food, values and traditions are shared at home. One 
would expect all of the individuals within this household to identify with the 
same culture. 
 Some students also echo the idea that the intercultural is polysemic and unstable. 
For instance, Nellie explains:
 Surprisingly however, most of people do not share the same deﬁ nition of the 
term ‘intercultural’ or ‘culture’ with each other, and some of them even use 
these words in an inappropriate way. Hence, a clear deﬁ nition of the word 
‘intercultural’ is necessary before we think about the differences between 
intercultural and other encounters. 
 Although she problematises the issue, she does not offer any concrete deﬁ nition, 
like all the other students, preferring to show the superﬁ ciality of the dichotomy 
intra vs. inter. Noting the polysemy of the words is, we believe, already a very 
important step, as well as the ability to discuss and agree/ disagree with others 
about the notion of the intercultural and what it entails (see above). 
 Nellie was the student who insisted the most on the political aspects of dis-
courses on the intercultural, especially in relation to the concept of culture. Her 
essay contains a personal example of the use of culture as an excuse. Her analysis 
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could show that she is conscious of this ideological use in intercultural contexts 
(Dervin and Machart 2015):
 To tell the truth, I  also have this kind of experience when I  had trouble 
(I could not make it to the plane I was supposed to take, and the airline 
company treated me as if I had done extremely wrong thing, which I have 
not experienced through my life) while I was traveling in the United States. 
I clearly remember to have written some comments in my diary that ‘well, 
you should not get so depressed because it’s just their culture’. Doubtless 
that I misunderstood the term ‘culture’, but what is surprising is that many 
people have same experience. 
 In her essay, Ella is the only student who seems to be torn apart between a con-
structionist approach to the intercultural relying on imaginaries (‘inventions’) 
and an approach that places trust in individuals’ discourses and actions (‘truth’). 
By doing so, she questions somewhat the preferred ideology of the course. Her 
line of argumentation is as follows:
 I guess my question is ‘Is it real if it is real in the head of a person, even 
though it is just a chauvinistic imagination based on ideological forces?’ I’ll 
continue on thinking about this, because there is something in XXX [name 
of a country] (something in people’s minds) that I recognize as a national 
identity or national culture at least within the working class young adults that 
I hang out with. How did it get in to these heads and should the imaginary 
be busted or perhaps renegotiated? 
 Interestingly when Ella concludes her essay, she agrees with the idea that the 
dichotomy of intra vs. intercultural should be questioned. She writes:
 In the end we are all just people and maybe as a world together we could 
come to better working solutions for all. There is for sure a need to have a 
dialogue between all people living on planet earth = intercultural communi-
cation. Could it be deﬁ ned just as communication between people on Earth? 
 Protuberances 
 As identity was central in the proposed approach, the idea that persons have ‘pro-
tuberances’ (Baudrillard and Guillaume  2008 ) was discussed in all of the papers. 
During the course, Bauman’s (e.g.  2004 ) ideas about postmodernity were also 
considered. The sociologist has described the postmodern era as ‘liquid’, in 
opposition to the ‘heavy solidity’ of modernity. The liquid era is based on gener-
alised uncertainties, shifts, exploded networks, and ambivalence. While explain-
ing Bauman’s views on today’s world, we made sure that the students understood 
that liquidity cannot do without solidity and vice versa. In other words, today’s 
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liquid world needs solidity to be sustainable. The current impression of freedom 
to choose one’s identity, one’s life, one’s political beliefs, worldviews, is accom-
panied by identity restrictions (nationalism, ethnocentrism, xenophobia, racism), 
increasing social barriers, and limited/ limiting political debates. Commenting on 
her own identity and personality, Ella seems to agree with this extra unstable layer 
in diachronic terms:
 I might change my behavior, or my opinion, or the way I dress, but it won’t 
change who I am somewhere deep inside. I went to a class reunion few years 
ago. This was a class that I began school with in [name of town] (age of 
7) and we moved away when I was 8 so I was only with this class for 2 years. 
It had been 20 years that I had seen any of them. However once I arrived 
there were a lot of people who said that I haven’t changed at all in the way 
I look or in the way I am. This was hilarious to me. So I have been the same 
person since I was a little girl. 
 Similarly, Adah refers to her family history and her own ethnic diversity to discuss 
her own protuberances:
 Speaking of ancestors, I  guess you could say that I  have an intercultural 
encounter with my parents each and every day. Even though they are both 
Canadian born, my parents’ ancestors come from different countries. My 
father for instance comes from a Scottish- Irish Protestant, turned Catholic 
background. His family originated in the south of Scotland, where people 
had different beliefs, traditions and customs that were different from the 
north. They participated in traditions that were frowned upon and sent to 
the Plantations of Ulster as punishment. Due to forced migration, the Bell 
Clan ended up settling in what would be called modern day Moira. They 
learned how to adapt to the Irish culture that surrounded them, and contin-
ued to grow their families, thus having children who were born in Ireland 
and this tradition carried on for a hundred years or longer thus making the 
Bells Irish Scots of Protestant religion. Whereas my mother is of an English 
Anglican and French Jewish background. Her mother was born in England, 
as were her parents and everyone else before that. As for my grandfather, 
what is known of him was that he was born into a family that originated 
in Quebec, and before that had come from France and had their religious 
roots in Judaism, however no one in my mom’s family practices or associates 
themselves with the Jewish religion. 
 Finally, this is echoed by Ofelia’s comments on her own identity: ‘Even now after 
the course, I cannot identify myself being a part of some nationality as among my 
ancestors there were Chuvashians, Tatars, Jews, Finns.’ 
 It is noteworthy, however, that students with a diverse ethnic family back-
ground had probably a head start compared to those whose background placed 
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them within one nationality or ethnicity: it is likely that they had already reﬂ ected 
on their own situation before the course and because of that, they were maybe 
able to relate to the notion of protuberances more easily than the other students. 
 In order to problematise protuberances students like Sang refer to a book that 
was set as compulsory reading for the course: Holliday’s ( 2010 )  Intercultural 
Communication and Ideology . Opposing Holliday’s critical cosmopolitanism and 
neo- essentialism, Sang writes:
 At this point I want to refer to Adrian Holliday’s view on images of culture 
in which he points out the different attitudes of neo- essentialism and critical 
cosmopolitanism. In this connection diversity is the keyword in which opin-
ions differ. The neo- essentialism says that diversity is the exception for the 
rule whereas the critical cosmopolitanism claims that diversity is the norm 
and people can’t be generalized in ﬁ xed culture structures which I think is 
the more credible deﬁ nition. 
 Ofelia offers a similar argument in the conclusions to her essay by referring to the 
anthropologist Margaret Mead:
 In my opinion, intercultural encounters should be seen in a broader sense 
than just a meeting of people belonging to different culture. Every person 
is a small universe, containing many other layers beyond being a citizen of 
some country or speaking some language as a mother tongue. I cannot but 
quote a famous anthropologist Margaret Mead: ‘Always remember that you 
are absolutely unique. Just like everyone else.’ 
 The Other at the centre of protuberances 
 During the course, many discussions were dedicated to the role of the other– self 
continuum in the construction of identity and to how much the protuberances 
clash, contradict, merge with, modify, and delve into each other. Ofelia started 
her essay with a quote from philosopher Martin Buber that summarises this 
other– self continuum: ‘All actual life is encounter’. 
 Adah, who has nearly systematically insisted on her ‘white privilege’ (Dabashi 
 2015 ) in her essay recalls an event that happened during the course as a way of 
illustrating the role of the other in identity making:
 The other day as we were being introduced to the Chinese Nursing students, 
they had to guess where we were from and vice versa. When it came time 
to reveal my country of origin, one of the students Kai proceeded to ask, 
‘but where do your ancestors really come from as you look European and 
certainly not North American’. It was the ﬁ rst time that I was being interro-
gated but with the proper wording of the where do you come from question. 
I found it very interesting that he had asked it in that way. 
9781138244863_pi-211.indd   66 7/6/2017   12:47:18 PM
Critical interculturality training 67
 In one of the sessions we had invited a group of degree students from China who 
had just arrived in Finland. Our students and the Chinese discussed several aspects 
of identity and interculturality. For us this was a way of allowing the students to 
‘test’ their newly acquired knowledge on outsiders but also to reﬂ ect on their learn-
ing and the pros and cons of the proposed approach. This left a mark on Adah who 
came to interrogate an aspect of her identity which she had not questioned before. 
 Hoyt centres his essay on identity making and starts by listing the characteris-
tics of doing identity in interculturality: 
•  Identity is ﬂ uid. 
•  We need the other to be aware of our identities, or to live. 
•  Being aware of one’s identity is being aware of one’s own standing position 
in society. 
•  The other can be the things which can be aware of its identity. Not only 
humans but even dogs. 
•  The other exists so I can exist rather than I exist so the other can exist. 
 His bullet points clearly emphasise the centrality of the other in the creation 
of who one is and thus intercultural encounters. The student goes further by 
explaining that these encounters are based on what he calls a ‘collision of identi-
ties’, deriving from their ﬂ uidity. Without the other, he claims, ‘the collision will 
never happen’. Hoyt then gives the following example to illustrate collisions that 
are necessary to construct our protuberances:
 If you meet your parents, it is a kind of intercultural encounter because they 
have different identities. If you talk with a person who comes from differ-
ent country, it is also an intercultural encounter. Of course generation gaps, 
domestic regional differences (e.g. dialect) are intercultural contents. In 
addition, reading books, watching movies and pictures are also intercultural 
encounters. These contents represent people who made [them]. In other 
words, these are something like [a] spokesman. 
 Interestingly Hoyt understood ‘other encounters’ from the essay title in a speciﬁ c 
way. He says:
 Other encounters mean non- intercultural encounters. So there are no col-
lision of identities in other encounters. If you meet things which have no 
identities, it is ‘other encounters’. For example, if you go to the moon by 
yourself and live on the moon lonely forever, you can ﬁ nd some interesting 
things like beautiful landscape, microgravity, moon stones, heritage of the 
Apollo, and these things will give you something good. But actually, your 
identity will not change. On the contrary, you cannot maintain your identity 
because these things have no identities so you cannot be aware of yourself. 
There are no social life, no context, no the other. 
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 The example of one person going to the moon to live on her own was discussed 
during the course. Will this person be able to identify if she has no other? The 
student seems to have formed his own opinion in the quote. However, during the 
course, the other students had maintained that the lonely individual on the moon 
would certainly ascribe a subjectivity to objects and things around him and lose his 
sense of agency. Some students even argued that this individual would probably 
create otherness within herself and interact with them (‘voices’). It is important to 
note that an increasing number of researchers call for inanimates to be taken into 
account in research, moving away from anthropocentrism (where the human is at 
the centre) and leading to ‘an object turn’ in identity studies, for instance. The 
sociologist of science Latour ( 1996 ) has thus argued for the rights, the responsi-
bilities, the autonomy, and the agency of objects beyond the usual subject/ object 
dualism and mere anthropocentrism of mainstream research. Intercultural prepar-
ation in study abroad would also beneﬁ t from such discussions. 
 Conclusions and pedagogical implications 
 This chapter has presented a speciﬁ c approach to interculturality as taught to 
a group of students studying in a summer course in Finland. The essays show 
that, in general, the students seem to be coherent and consistent in the way they 
discuss issues of identity, the importance of the other, and the deﬁ nitions and 
critiques of key terms. 
 It is important to say that this is, of course, no sign of victory for us as dis-
courses may not always be applied in actions. To please us, the students might 
also have repeated some of the ideas that were negotiated with them in the essays. 
Only one student seemed to have tried to disagree with the proposed approach 
but she ends up, in a sense, agreeing with it. 
 An important implication of this course is to be aware of the backgrounds of 
students. The political zeitgeist of the countries they live in can play a role in the 
way they see and discuss interculturality from a critical and reﬂ exive perspective. 
Their past studies and personal experiences might also inform their understand-
ing of the intercultural. Short individual discussions on these aspects at the begin-
ning of the course could help to develop proﬁ les of the participants and enable 
the identiﬁ cation of students who might be ready to cooperate as co- teachers 
(e.g., mentor peers). Several students on our course had either a diverse ethnic 
family background or they had lived abroad. Their willingness to share their own 
experiences with the rest of the group diversiﬁ ed and enriched the discussions. 
 In terms of further suggestions for intercultural educators and study abroad 
practitioners who organise similar courses and workshops, we would like to 
emphasise the following: 
 1.  Be critical when planning and delivering the course. There is a plethora of 
intercultural communication and intercultural education literature – old and 
recent – and many ‘gurus’ of interculturality, but it is important to avoid 
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simplistic truths that are easy for students to grasp but often empty in argu-
mentation. There is no need to try to disguise complicated things under sim-
ple ones. Instead of presenting any pre- packaged truths and solutions, work 
from constructionism and show during the course that research in the ﬁ eld is 
also biased. Do not be afraid to step down from the role of the  one who knows 
and become the  one who stimulates and even provokes the discussion. 
 2.  Explore alternative ways of doing interculturality. Students may have e.g. lim-
ited or somewhat romanticised views about intercultural encounters which 
are linked to their former experiences during holidays or studying abroad. 
Place the idea of power relations at the centre and introduce voices from 
the periphery. If possible, send students to do some ﬁ eldwork or arrange a 
debate between visitors who come from different positions and situations 
outside the academia. Students are usually familiar in one way or the other 
with intercultural encounters between their peers on campus and in free 
time, but they may not have heard about experiences and viewpoints of peo-
ple of different ages, professions, and backgrounds who work and live ‘in the 
multicultural and globalised world’ in which they aspire to enter successfully 
after their studies. 
 3.  Developing a critical and reﬂ exive interdisciplinary approach to the intercul-
tural is a never- ending process (as shown in  Figure 4.1 ) and it is important 
to keep that in mind when planning the content of any course or training 
related to intercultural encounters. During a two- week summer course one 
can naturally only do so much, but on the other hand, the course can also be 
seen as the starting point of a long journey in interculturality for its partici-
pants. If time allows, spread the course over a whole semester or academic 
year, as that will give students enough time to reﬂ ect and also revisit the 
thoughts and ideas they had at the beginning of the course. If this is not 
possible and the course is short, try to avoid placing contradictory ideolo-
gies next to each other. It would also be important to do some in/ formal 
follow- up with the students to see how the idea of interculturality remains or 
changes with them. 
 4.  Finally, insist on offering courses or some other training in critical intercul-
turality for both outgoing and incoming exchange students as well as local 
and international degree students. Despite the popularity of study abroad 
programmes and the inﬂ ux of international students on university campuses 
in recent years, still surprisingly few students have courses on interculturality 
in their curriculum, and even fewer have the possibility to learn about critical 
viewpoints related to interculturality during their studies. 
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